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Could you say your name and your role?

John MacGregor and I think I am being interviewed in this one as a former Secretary of State for Education and Science.

Thank you.  Did you enjoy history at school and beyond?

Yes I did actually.  First of all at school it was one of my favourite subjects and I think it’s the usual thing; it was an inspiring teacher who got me very interested.  I’ve no family background in this sort of thing.  No, I really enjoyed it at school.  So much so that I went on to have history as one of my two main subjects at university.  I went first to St Andrews University where... I had a couple of scholarships there so I had to do the four years.  And at St Andrews the first two years are taken up, in my day, were taken up with five subjects, a very broad approach which I actually later saw the benefits of when I was Secretary of State.  And then the last two years were specialised.  So, in fact, I did history... I was intending to do history because I was going on to be a lawyer, a Scottish lawyer, and therefore you had to get an MA in those days before you could do the LLB and I was then going to go to Edinburgh to the LLB, that didn’t transpire for other reasons.  But I continued to do history and it was one of my two Honours subjects, it was history and economics.  And, again, I had an inspiring professor in particular at St Andrews, Professor Norman Gash, who wrote what was then the definitive work about the age of Peel.  I much admired his approach to history which was brilliantly... I think his factual knowledge was superb but his interpretation and the way he drew it all together was absolutely fascinating and that showed in his Age of Peel.  And many years subsequently that came back because there was a tradition when I joined the cabinet that you donated one book to, it was a bookcase in Number 10, one book and I chose The Age of Peel.  Unfortunately the hardback copies were out of print by then. (Laughs) But I wrote to Norman Gash, who was still alive and he was a fair old age then, and I was thrilled to get a letter back from him, which I’ve got somewhere, saying how delighted and privileged he was to have his book as my contribution to the Number 10 library.  So, the answer is I did enjoy it and I still... Obviously I have led a very busy life and I’ve got a pile of books I’ve still got to read, but I still do read a lot of history.  









At the time the History Working Group had just produced their interim report for consideration by Ministers.  What political difficulties did the proposals for the history National Curriculum present?







And it was certainly clear that it was a major task, I think, for the Working Group to pull these together and for us... It was quite a small group, the History Working Group, and it was, I think, quite a job which Kenneth Baker had tried to do –

Was it actually smaller than the other Working groups?





No.  Did you actually get to meet a number of teachers during the period of consultation?





Of the three issues that you’ve identified: the chronology, the British History and the assessment of knowledge, do you think any one of those was a big issue, a major issue for you or Mrs Thatcher?





Actually, could I just say that given that I had only just been appointed I think for about 10 days (Laughs) it was a pretty swift response which I think indicated that... And the response affected both my views and the Prime Minister’s view.  So, I think that it indicated that we resolved this pretty quickly.  The issues that we wanted the History Working Group to look at rather further.  Um... The upshot in the final report was... And actually indeed in the response that the Group gave to my letter, the upshot was that chronology in British History turned out not to be a problem, it was quite easily resolved.  British History, if I remember rightly, in the Final Report, I was able to say to the Prime Minister that at least 50, more than 50 per cent of the curriculum was British History and that just solved that one.  Chronology ran through it.  The difficult one was the factual knowledge as against and where it should be placed.  I think there was general agreement that they had to get a strong basis in fact, but the question was whether it should be in attainment targets or the programmes that study now... It sounds a very technical issue but it was backwards and forwards and in the end... I mean, there were one or two changes made to the text in the report to highlight the importance of factual knowledge right at the beginning of the report, but in the end I think that we were convinced by the History Working Group.  I certainly was and the Prime Minister was, I have to say.  I was convinced that in this case, in history, it was better to have the detail of the factual knowledge and the programmes of study and not in attainment targets.  We were convinced by the Working Group.  So, in the end there was a broad agreement from the Group and certainly from me and certainly from the Prime Minister to the final outcome of the report.  She was very satisfied with the final outcome as well.  And what I think really demonstrated the importance of such attention to it was that... I think slightly to my surprise the response from nearly all the professional historians to the final report was very favourable.  And it was unanimous from teachers.  You know I went out and had a consultation period just to make sure we’d got this right, which is not always done.  I’m very glad I did because it demonstrated the huge support there was for the final report.  











And some right wing groups that were in the Campaign for Real Education, the History Curriculum Association.

We’re back to the issue I think that I raised at the beginning about the whole range of historian specialists in a volatile world. (Laughs) So, I mean, it was inevitable there should be people who wanted to have a particular point of view expressed and carried through in the final version.  And it wasn’t only in history.  I think I’ve said already but I certainly found that in other subjects too, but very much in history, the individual groups with a particular view saw it as an opportunity to try and get their view implanted in the curriculum.  So, you know, there were all these issues to be resolved and... Um... It took quite a bit of time but I don’t regret giving it the time to try and pull it together.  





Um... Define teachers in this context? (Laughs)





Quite a lot of submissions I think.

Yes.  And I think we did make... And I think I’ve got here actually somewhere, the final press release.  We did make some changes to the final report of the Working Group.  I would argue that none of them were fundamental but they were important changes.  One of the important changes actually was to reduce the amount of content in the programmes of study because I think one of the criticisms from the teachers was that it was just too much, it was over prescriptive and didn’t leave enough for interpretation and judgement and so on and I agreed with that and we did make some changed to accommodate that.  I think that was probably the main final comment, after the report had been published and before we finally agreed it.  And that was teachers.  But, as I say, most professional historians who were not teachers were reasonably happy with the final report.





Do you think it would have been possible, even if the History Working Group had wanted, to produce an agreed set of essential facts of history?





The emphasis on British History implies that there are certain criteria about the essential knowledge that children should leave school with.

Yes.  And, I mean, we... It wasn’t just us.  I mean, I think there was a very strong feeling actually in the Working Group itself about the importance of having a good element of British History.  So, I don’t think... In the end that wasn’t controversial and it was only the question right from the beginning of just getting the balance right.

So, why do you think history was such a difficult subject for which to produce a National Curriculum, specifically?

I think all of them were quite difficult, for the reasons I gave at the beginning. (Laughs) But, um... History, I think, because... There is so much element of judgement and the way in which you wish to teach things.  I mean, in the teaching profession, and I very well understand for primary school children and so on having it based on local history and the element of judgement there is a way of instilling enthusiasm into history among pupils.  Um... But... It was really, on that aspect, it was to try and, as I’ve said before, to try to get the right balance between ensuring that there was a proper grounding in facts and knowledge and interpretation of facts as well as just interpreting as seen from a 20th Century viewpoint.  Um... So, that was one difficulty, the other I’ve already referred to which was that there were all sorts of people with different points of view on how history should be taught.   And, you know, ranging from the empathy and so on to the others you’ve described.  So, it was... It was, um... How do I describe it?  I think, um... A period where... It was a subject where everyone had a viewpoint and I really do think it was a tremendous tribute to the Working Group that they pulled all that together and at the end we had a unanimous report which was pretty widely accepted with some of the changes I made at the end.  Um... And I know how hard they worked; they really did work their socks off.  Michael Saunders Watson did a terrific –





 I just wanted to ask you whether you thought that the development of the National Curriculum, and particularly the history, was an important part of your political legacy?  

It’s a very difficult question to answer because I had eight different jobs in Government and they were all different.  I’ve often been asked which one I liked the most and I just can’t answer that because they were all different and they all had their great moments and some achievements.  And the same applies in education.  There are an awful lot of things so I don’t think I would single the History Working Group out as one of the most prominent because there were many other things we were doing in addition to the rest of the National Curriculum, like the development of grant maintained schools, city technology colleges... I was hoping to move on to doing a lot more in teacher training and lifting the status of the profession, General Teaching Council and those sorts of things, I ran out of... I had to... When Geoffrey Howe resigned as Leader of the House, Prime Minister unexpectedly asked me to take over, she had originally said I would be two years in the post up to the next election, I was going to deal with all of those.  And all of those I think I would probably rate more highly because they had a much more general significance.  The History Working Group though was quite a challenge in its own area.  And I do believe at the end of the day we got it right.  So, it’s something that I’m very happy and pleased to have been involved with but I wouldn’t say it was at the top of all my political  memories of what I’ve done in politics.  But it was a very worthwhile exercise and a very important one.

Thank you.  
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